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at the Roy Thomson Hall, I

bought a $25 ticket. The show

was strangely called “Monsters

of Grace.” The title seemed to be

a contradiction in terms, an oxy-

moron. Monsters and grace

seemed to belong to two different

worlds. Composer Philip Glass

and Robert Wilson graced the

occasion. Being a columnist of an

English weekly and an Urdu poet

made it easier for me to access

and chat with them. I was told that

the ghazals and quartets being performed were taken from

The Essential Rumi.
The first rendition was called “Where Everything is

Music,” which was set against a three-dimensional image

of an endless Arabian desert. It was sung in the lyrical

style of Urdu poetry in a collage of the Persian and

English languages. At the end of the show, I asked some

people, “Do you know Sufism?” Their flat answer was,

“No.” I asked, “Then what brought you here?” Their

answer was, “Poetry and music. Gosh, how great people

lived in the 13th century!”

Now all that has been compiled into an album. Many of

the songs are sung to the accompaniment of a single-

stringed instrument called the ektara in the Indian subcon-

tinent. This also happens to be the quintessential Middle

Eastern musical instrument. You feel as if old, primeval

memories of the boundless desert’s nomadic life buried in

our collective subconscious have come to life. If I say that

I was transported to another world sitting in the theater, I

would not be exaggerating. The opening lines of 

My heart is burning with love. 
All can see its flames.

sung in a haunting voice, can send one into a trance.

It begins like a whispered chant, rises to a crescendo,

and tapers off through the voices of Madonna, Hawn and

Sheen, dissolving finally into silence. In turn, singers

present it solo and in duet, sustaining the magic for near-

ly an hour. I had seen Indian instruments like the sitar,

ektara, bansuri and harmonium behind the stage. During

the show, I could discern their notes.

Later, Chopra said in an interview that he had not made

a literal translation of Rumi in his presentation but used

corresponding moods for the original text.

Newsweek magazine’s review called it “Love

Machine.” Love signifying the whole range, from a sub-

lime devotion to God to carnal desire and its fulfillment,

the review’s title (and the review itself) was a compre-

hensive comment on it.

Satya Paul Anand is an Urdu poet based near Toronto,
Canada.
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San Mateo, California-based, Turkish American surgeon and
translator of Jalaluddin Rumi’s narrative poetry, Dr. Nevit Ergin
visited India in connection with the 800th anniversary of the birth

of the Persian poet. Though Ergin is a surgeon by profession, he has
dedicated himself to the study of Rumi and his works for the past 50
years. He has also translated and published Rumi’s complete poetic
works into English in 22 volumes under the title Bayaz-e-Kabeer (A
Comprehensive Anthology). In New Delhi, he spoke with Urdu SPAN
Editor Anjum Naim. 

What is the relevance and significance of Rumi in our era?
Rumi has always been a symbol of the unifying force in a civiliza-

tion and its social and economic system. His poetry gives solace to
heavy hearts and worried brains. Don’t forget, the more the world
becomes horrible, the more human lives become valueless, the more
relevant and significant Rumi’s poetry will be. Don’t you observe the
human potential and his self-framed religious behaviors are becoming
entirely negatively surcharged? In this situation, will he be able to sur-
vive without a spiritual oasis in the desert of negative paradigms?

Anyway, he is in sheer need of a life code, as an alternative to his par-
ticular faith, which may prevent him becoming alien to his own socie-
ty, to his own community. And Rumi provides a better guidance than
any other in this regard. He was certainly much larger than life. But at
the same time, he was very close to mankind, without any religious or
racial boundary. [Rumi] is like an infinitely large umbrella covering all
we have and beyond. 

He introduces himself, saying: 
“I am neither Christian nor Jew,
Neither Persian nor Muslim.
I am neither the East nor West,
Neither from land nor from water.”

He refutes the allegation that he can be confined to any particular 
faith or shackles of time and space.

“I am concealed, secret, sometimes,
Sometimes I appear, and become obvious.
Sometimes I am Muslim,
Sometimes I am in the faith of Moses,
Sometimes I am Christian.
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In order to be a model to everyone,
I manifest differently in every time.”

How has Rumi become such a popular poet in the United States?
How well a person said: “Rumi’s popularity in the United States is

a matter of our enormous spiritual hunger.”
It is a well known fact that Americans, usually and relatively, read

more. Apart from that, more books are published [there]. Common peo-
ple hardly get opportunities to go through books and deliberate where
political or social conditions are not normal or where the life is burden-
some. Since Americans ponder over different issues and try to find solu-
tions, that is why Rumi attracted their attention and his thoughts
impressed them so much. Moreover, Rumi opens a new gate in a multi-
dimensional society that faces a dilemma between faith and reason.
[American] society is full of the luxuries of life; but a well-to-do and
prosperous person may not necessarily have a happy life, too. Here,
[Rumi] bestows that sought-after happiness—happiness of body and
soul, happiness of brain and heart. This is what makes him popular. 

The entire credit of Rumi’s popularity in the U.S. goes to professor
Coleman Barks, who not only introduced Rumi to literary circles in the
United States, but also translated [his] anthology beautifully. The ear-
lier English versions were like giving solitary confinement to the sky-
lark of the poet’s imagination. Barks opened the cage, and the bird,
once again, started singing the melodious songs with their totality and
substance.

How difficult was it to translate Rumi’s poetry?
The translation of a literary work is a difficult and challenging task.

It becomes somewhat more difficult when one has to translate meta-
physical poetry like Rumi’s. 

There is an inherent danger in Rumi’s poems. They dazzle the eyes
with their poetic beauty, so one cannot see their prophetic meaning.

You cannot perceive and understand Rumi unless and until you
peep into [his] window to find the real perspective. I am a doctor by
profession, but when I felt interested in Rumi’s poetry, I dedicated
myself completely to understand his themes and thoughts for 15
years. Rumi demands, if you are desirous to enter his world of
thoughts, that you will have to abandon all your earlier assumptions
and ideologies. It is rather a precondition to enter the arena of his
musings. If you want to go through his works along with your preoc-
cupations, then understanding Rumi will be an extremely uphill task. I
have taken a lot of care in this regard. 

What role does the Sufism religious view of Rumi’s poetry play in a
multi-dimensional society?

Sufism liberates you from the clutches of compulsions of self-
adorned faith. It leads man to be in touch with God, directly. Different
self-imposed faiths in a multi-dimensional society create problems for
man to turn to God. Sufism relieves man from such shackles. That is
why it plays an important role in such a society in comparison to uni-
dimensional societies. India has always been a land of people wander-
ing in search of God. Sufism is, therefore, deep-rooted here. I think
these similarities will play an extremely important role in bringing both
India and America closer to each other.
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